Background: The registered dietetic four-year degree educational structure has been intact since 1926. Master level nutrition programs exist in the U.S., but are not standardized or accredited unlike four-year degrees. Academic requirements for nutrition graduate programs vary regionally across the na- identified. The title of the programs was categorized into 29 main themes. The most common nutrition graduate program title was a M.S. in Nutrition, 55 institutions (27.4%). A total of 181 institutions offered a M.S. with a required thesis, whereas 95 offered a M.S. with a non-thesis option, and only eight offered a M.A. Region 3-South offered the highest number of nutrition graduate programs (66), followed by region 2-Midwest with 49 programs, region 1-Northeast offered a total of 46 programs, and 37 programs were offered in region 4-West. Conclusion: In 2024, as part of the RD eligibility criteria, it will be required that students possess a master's degree. To date, only one master's program in the U.S. is accredited, which assures the student a measure of confidence of program rigor and accountability. Dietitians' three major professional concerns: respect, recognition and rewards are predicated
Introduction
In response to economic, technical and medical practice changes, a college level education degree is now expected when hiring healthcare professionals. Dating back to its inception, the field of dietetics required an advanced degree [1] . Although competencies and knowledge requirements within the degree have evolved in response to changing medical paradigms and purposes, the registered dietetic four-year degree educational structure has been intact. In 1926, the then-titled American Dietetic Association required all members to receive a four-year college degree plus six months of hospital training. At that time only medical doctors and dietitians required four-year college degrees [2] .
In 2005, the Dietetic Education Task Force noted that "defining the profession through education and credentialing standards is one of the few true levers available for change" [3] . The Council on Future Practice (CFP) works in collaboration with the Commission on Dietetic Registration (CDR), Accreditation Council for Education in Nutrition and Dietetics (ACEND) and Nutrition and Dietetics Educators and Preceptors (NDEP) to ensure viability and relevance of the nutrition and dietetics profession [4] . In 2012, in conjunction with the CFP and input from ACEND, CDR, and the Education Committee, nine recommendations were developed and published in a document titled: Visioning Report (VR). Recommendations that have an impact on graduate level education included: "Elevate the educational preparation for the future entry-level Registered Dietitian (RD) to a minimum of a graduate degree from an ACEND-accredited program", and "…require an ACEND-accredited graduate degree program and/or consortium that integrates both the academic coursework and supervised practice components into a seamless (1-step) program as a requirement to obtain the future entry-level RD credential" [3] . To date, however, ACEND-accredited graduate degree programs in the U.S. are limited to a single program.
The VR emphasized that over decades, the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics (Academy) has updated content, curriculum, competencies and programs, but the undergraduate structure of education has remained the same. As a consequence, the ACEND Standards Committee developed new standards and competencies for a new model of education in nutrition and dietetics with the purpose of advancing the profession and protecting the public, which resulted in the Future Education Model (FEM) [5] . The FEM updated accreditation standards 
Statistical Analysis
Descriptive statistical analysis tabulated the following variables: name and loca- 
Results
A total 201 nutrition graduate programs in the U.S. were identified. The program titles were categorized into 29 themed programs. Frequencies indicated that the most common nutrition graduate program offered in the U.S. was a M.S. in Nutrition, 55 (27.4%), followed by a M.S. Geographical location (Table 1) 
Discussion
The new requirement to earning the RD credential has been changed by the CDR from a baccalaureate degree to a minimum of a master's degree beginning in 2024. Currently, in the U.S., as of May 2018, the CDR reported a total of 99,893 RDs and Registered Dietitian Nutritionists (RDN) [14] . In addition to students entering the nutrition and dietetic discipline, to stay competitive in the field, many RDs practitioners will consider obtaining an advanced degree. Future students considering the RD career path may question, while investigating educational requirements, will there be enough graduate nutrition programs to fulfil student demand (regionally or otherwise), and will the programs be standardized and meet accreditation requirements set forth by the Academy? The results in this study identified 201 nutrition graduate programs in the U.S., and only one program, Rutgers University Master of Science in Clinical Nutrition program, has been accredited under the FG accreditation standards.
An important factor to consider is availability of nutrition programs offered in the U.S. in a student's geographic region. We found that region 3-South offers the highest number of nutrition graduate programs (66), followed by region 2-Midwest with 49 programs, region 2-Northeast offers a total of 46 programs, and 37 programs were offered in region 4-West.
Differences between master's program requirements can be a factor when students evaluate which graduate program to pursue. The majority of programs offered a M.S. with a thesis requirement (n = 181), whereas 95 institutions listed a M.S. with a non-thesis option (some institutions offered both), and only eight institutions offered a M. practice components into a seamless (1-step) program" [3] . Nationally, 56 programs offered this option [12] .
Accreditation is a means to ensure quality and standards to an external audience, and ACEND monitors and ensures undergraduate nutrition and dietetic education. Program accreditation directly relates to two of the three R's (respect and recognition) RDs reported as important to their career. Prior studies reported that academic quality was the top purpose to accreditation [15] . Future students and current RDs will search for graduate programs that are accredited by ACEND, and program differences (M.S. thesis vs non-thesis) will need to be standardized for quality and rigor.
As the nutrition and dietetics field prepares to adopt and implement new credentialing standards it is important to determine if these upcoming benchmarks can be reached given the current availability of institutional programming and lack of standardization. In addition to the new RD credential requirement, current RDs may be interested in obtaining an advanced degree. Region 1-Northeast: Division 1-New England (Table 2 ) has the highest percentage (38.65%) of RDs with self-reported advanced degrees while Region 2 Midwest: Division 4-West North Central has the lowest (28.17%). Interest from current RDs in enrolling in advanced degrees programs coupled with the new RD advance degree requirement in these regions may increase demand. Interest may exceed capacity. For example, North Dakota has one graduate program (Table 1) , and only 17.79% (Table 2 ) of current RDs report having an advanced degree. Institutions that offer on-line only advanced degree options will have an advantage and will attract students nationally. The Academy may want to encourage institutions to build advance degree options that can be delivered 100% on-line, or very limited on-campus coursework requirements.
On-line only advanced degrees lend themselves to 100% coursework M.S. degrees in contrast to M.S. degree programs that require the thesis option. The consequence may be that more RDs will have less exposure to thesis engaged advanced degrees. How this will affect the research skillset from the pool of applicants for doctoral programs remains to be determined.
A limitation in the study design is that the ASN database was the only data source for graduate program requirements offered in the United States. It is conceivable that other nutrition graduate programs exist. Likewise, the Academy's Applicant Guide to Supervised Practice 2016-2017, which was used as a cross-reference for a list of current dietetic internships (DI) offered paired with a graduate degree may not represent all paired programs. The researchers identified only a single accredited nutrition graduate program and more may exist. Currently, an archive of accredited graduate programs is not available on the Internet. A follow-up study to record changes will need to be completed before 2024.
Conclusion
In 2024, as part of the RD eligibility criteria, it will be required that students 
